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 

Many Middle Asia countries declaring their independence after the splitting of the Soviet Union, cannot meet the 

economical and social needs of their citizens by falling much behind of the era in terms of industry despite the 

natural wealth they have. In addition to all these, the problems in the ruling class and the chaos environment have 

resulted in the migration of many people to alternative living spaces. These migrations have affected labor market 

both positively and negatively besides the social life. The labor demand increased by the entrance of the immigrants 

into the market has affected the employee wages and also this situation has affected the life standards of the citizens. 

In this study, the migration that took place in the countries established after the splitting of the Soviet Union, 

forming one of the two poles of the world before the cold war, and the effects of this migration on the labor market 

have been analyzed considering previous studies on the subject. The studies carried out on this subject have yielded 

various results according to the area in which it is carried out, the time interval it includes, and the period’s structure. 

For this reason, the points of views on the subject are compared by making a long literature review. 
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Introduction 

Human being has been obliged to emigrate due to various reasons for centuries. While some have emigrated 

as a result of the brutality of sovereigns, others have done so because of such reasons hunger, famine, and 

economic factors. 

The migrations caused by economic reasons take place generally in a way in which people groups who want 

to live in better conditions and earn more lead to more developed countries leaving where they live. These 

migrations affect both positively and negatively not only the countries left but also those arrived. The fact that the 

unqualified emigrant labor affects the labor market of the country they arrive in as a result of the excess supply 

they cause could be considered as the most important one among the negative effects. However, the probable 

deduction effect of the immigrant labor power on costs is one of the most important positive effects which should 

never be underestimated. 

The immigrants affect, in various ways, not only the countries in which they arrive but also in which they 
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were born. The main effect of those is the decrease in unemployment caused by the migration of the unqualified 

labor power. Apart from this, the exchange income sent by the emigrants to their homelands is considered as a 

very important foreign resource for many countries. 

In this study, the effect of migration on the labor market of the countries having been established in Central 

Asia especially after the Soviet Union separated is aimed to be analyzed. Firstly, the concept of international 

migration and the effects of international migration on labor market will be investigated into and then, the effect 

of migration on Central Asia countries is aimed to be discussed. 

International Migrations 

The increase having been experienced in both national and international migration currencies since the 

second half of the 20th century has caused academic studies to be focused on this area. Different reasons cause 

individuals to emigrate individually or within groups. In this context, it is possible to explain migration briefly as 

the moving of people individually or collectively as a result of economic, social, and political reasons (Şahin, 

2001). Thinking more comprehensively, migration is the temporary or stable settlement of people in other places 

after leaving the places where they live for the aim of working or providing themselves with better life conditions 

(Öngör, 1980). 

Migration takes place voluntarily or compulsorily. However, considering the historical events, one can see 

that the mass migrations have taken place generally because of compulsory reasons. The Migration of Tribes 

which dates back to 4th century when the Huns trying to escape from the sovereignty of China moved towards the 

west and settled in the north of Black Sea causing the German tribes who had been living in that region to leave 

the region and invade the Europe Continent for years laying the foundations of today’s Eurpoe states, is the first 

known mass migration movement (Kinik, 2010). While the mass migrations taking place in different places leads 

up to the foundation of new cities and states, the intercontinental migrating has had an oversea dimension since 

the American Continent was discovered (Aksoy, 2012). Since the 16th century, many people living in Europe 

have migrated collectively to America continent and have settled there. Behind this migration are the economic 

reasons. The opportunity of agriculture in the large fields within the new continent and the fact that the overseas 

trade developed much have lead people to settle in this continent collectively. Apart from these, nearly 15 million 

people have been moved from Africa to America to work as a slave, in the 19th century, millions of people 

migrated to America and Europe from China and India for working as contract labors, as a result of the two World 

Wars broke out in 20th century, many people have been obliged to leave their homelands (Giddens, 2010). 

Europe countries having been tried to be re-established after the Second World War, which have started to 

host emigrants from underdeveloped and developing countries to meet the demanded labor power. As this 

migration movement depending on economic factors has taken place in parallel with the people’s wishes, it is 

possible to be regarded as being based on voluntariness. 

General idea about the factors affecting international migration depends on the migration of people from 

underdeveloped countries to more developed ones for earn more and to live in better conditions (İçduygu, 2009). 

However, this idea has been changing gradually. A kind of migration from developed countries to 

underdeveloped ones has been taken place since the developed countries began to spread their economic actions 

towards various parts of the world. These are (de Tapia, 2003): 
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 Permanent settlers; 

 Permanent contract labors; 

 Permanent professional workers; 

 Secret or illegal workers; 

 Asylum seekers; 

 Refugees. 

According to United Nations, those leaving their homelands and moving to other countries need to stay there 

more than one year to mention about international migration (Gençler, 2004). Economic factors, though being an 

important factor leading people to move and live in other countries distinct from their homelands, are not the sole 

factor. There are several factors apart from economic ones. These could be counted as below: 

 Migration originating from Economical factors: Migration movements taking place due to people’s wish to 

have better jobs, more income, and, accordingly, a better life; 

 Migration originating from Climatic factors: Migration movements caused by climatic conditions and 

natural events. Events such as drought, famine, and natural disasters are leading factors for people’s migration; 

 Migration originating from Political factors: Migrations caused by the events such as wars, terror, political 

pressure which threatens human life. This kind of migration could be caused by problems and instabilities among 

different parts of a country while it could be among countries; 

 Migration originating from educational factors: Migration movements that take place temporarily for 

educational purposes. While backward migration could take place as the educational process finishes, permanent 

settlement is also possible even after educational process finishes; 

 Brain drain: Migration of well-educated, qualified, expert individuals of an underdeveloped country to 

developed countries for the aim of having better living conditions, a better status, and better income level; 

 Retired migration: Retired migration, including motivations different from the other migration types, refers 

to the migration of people from generally wealthy North America and North Europe to South America and South 

Europe costs to spend rest of their life after retirement (Balkiri, Karaman, & Kırkulak, 2008). 

Various theories directed at the reasons of international migration have been developed within migration 

srudies (Lee, 1996; Wallerstein, 1974). However, the studies carried out accept that the contemporary migration 

cannot be connected with only one theory and cannot be measured through one viewpoint (Massey et al., 1993). 

Globalization makes it compulsory to evaluate the migration relationship among countries with different 

dimensions. 

The Effect of International Migration on Labor Market 

According to a study carried out by United Nations: more than 175 million people, 3% of the world 

population, live in places different from their homelands (Borjas, 2006). Many developed countries, especially 

the USA, Canada, and Australia, host these emigrants. The amount of emigrant population hosted by developed 

countries has reached high levels, 11% of France’s population, 9% of Germany’s population, 11% of 

Switzerland’s population, and 7% of United Kingdom’s population is comprised of foreign originated people. 

These crowded emigrant groups have great impacts on both social and economical structure of the countries in 

which they live. Important conflicts caused by cultural differences and economic factors can be observed 
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between the natives and emigrants especially during crisis periods. 

The effect that emigrants have on the labor power of the host countries has been an important subject on 

which many academics have studied. However, contrary to the general opinion, it has been revealed as a result of 

the studies carried out in the USA and many European countries that migration has no or very little effect affect 

on the native workers employment or their salaries (Dustmann, Fabbri, & Preston, 2005). However, considering 

the studies analyzing the effects of migration in detail, the effect of migration on labor market varies according to 

the qualified worker portion in total emigrant group and the labor market’s structure. 

The fact that migration towards OECD countries is more than the rest of the world and also there has been a 

gradual increase during the recent years is stated in the study carried out by Docquier, Özden, and Peri (2001). It 

was revealed in 2009 that 10% of the OECD countries’ population is foreign originated people. However, 

contrary to what is believed in this study, it has been revealed that the many migration movements among OECD 

countries have been from one OECD country to another and the portion of high-school graduate in the emigrant 

group is higher than those in the migrated country. Accordingly, it can be said that the migration towards the 

OECD country is mainly brain drain. It has been revealed that as those migrating to OECD countries are 

generally qualified workers, although migration movement towards this region affects employment and salaries 

of the unqualified workers in that country negatively, it has no negative effect on the qualified works. 

The Structure of Migration in Central Asia and the Effect of Labor  
Migration on Employment Market 

Central Asia countries’ population has been in a new structuring process since the Soviet Union separated 

and new 15 states established. While, initially, migration intention was high because of political and ethnical 

conflicts, economic reasons came forward later. Especially after the Soviet Union, as the structure of migration is 

analyzed within five different periods, the reasons why the region’s people headed towards come up. In the first 

step (1991-1992), population movements were the same as in the last years of 1980s, and were shaped according 

to discriminations and ethnical based conflicts. In the second step of migration period (1993-1995), political and 

ethnical factors continued their dominance, while about 57% of originally Kazakh migrants live in emergent 

countries, the rest live in Mongolia (Korobkov, 2007). In the third step (1996-1999), as political factors lost their 

significance, social and economic factors accelerated the region’s people’s movements. In this period, while the 

number of emigrants arriving in Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, and Moldova decreased, there was an increase in both 

permanent and temporary labor migration in Azerbaijan and Central Asia. Also, the growing bureaucratic 

structuring, the effects of international laws and the negative attitudes towards emigrants slow down the 

migration tendency. In the fourth step (2000-2005), there were attempts to construct legal infrastructure of 

emigrant policy, while in the fifth step, after 2005, there was a process in which temporary emigrants were made 

permanent, and employees were punished in case of employing illegal emigrants (Korobkov, 2007). 

In Figure 1, the increase portion of migration towards Russia between 1992 and 2010 is shown. After the 

country separated, while the highest amount of migration was in 1994, the number of people migrating decreased 

in the following years and reached its lowest number in 2003. The number of migration in 2003 increased less 

than those in 1990s, and as of the year of 2010, being in a decrease proccess, reached a number of below 200 

thousand. 
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Figure 1. The increase in the migration amount of Russia between 1992 and 2010 (Thousand). 
 

Table 1 

Country Based Distribution of Those Migrated Between 1997 and 2010 

 1997 2000 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Azerbaijan 29,878 14,906 4,600 8,900 20,968 23,331 22,874 14,500 

Armenia 19,123 15,951 7,581 12,949 30,751 35,216 35,753 19,890 

Belarus 17,575 10,274 6,797 5,619 6,030 5,865 5,517 4,894 

Kazakhstan 235,903 124,903 51,945 38,606 40,258 39,964 38,830 27,862 

Kirghizistan 13,752 15,536 15,592 15,669 24,731 24,014 23,265 20,901 

Moldova 13,750 11,652 6,569 8,649 14,090 15,519 16,433 11,814 

Tadzhikistan 23,053 11,043 4,717 6,523 17,309 20,717 27,028 18,188 

Turkmenistan 16,501 6,738 4,104 4,089 4,846 3,962 3,336 2,283 

Uzbekistan 39,620 40,810 30,436 37,126 52,802 43,518 42,539 24,100 

Ukraine 138,231 74,748 30,760 32,721 51,492 49,064 45,920 27,508 

Total 547,386 326,561 163,101 170,851 263,277 261,170 261,495 171,940 
 

Considering the migration data about countries between 1992 and 2010, it is observed that there are 547,386 

emigrants in 1997, and also while Kazakhstan comprises 43% and Ukraine comprises 25% of this amount, the 

rest is comprised of Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, and Tadzhikistan. It is possible to conclude the fact that as Kazakh 

language became dominant in Kazakhstan, Kazakhs had a voice in policy and economy, and there was a weak 

economy in that region, there has been an increase in the number of emigrants (Dornis, 1997). Migration from 

Kazakhstan to Russia decreased after 1997, and the number was 27,862 in 2010. The reason for this decrease was 
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the improvement in Kazakhstan’s economy despite the recession in Russia’s economy (Salt, 2005). In the same 

way, the number of emigrants from Ukraine to his close neighbor has decreased until 2007, and although it 

increased again in 2007, it started to decrease again after 2007. The emigrants leaving Ukraine prefer not only 

Russia, but also East Europe, Germany, and Israel with the intention of settling, depending on the economy in 

Russia (Rybakovsky & Ryazantsev, 2005). Such factors as militarial ethnical conflicts, downwardness of Russia 

population and Russian language in Kirghizistan have affected the migration process, and although it increased in 

the years between 1997 and 2007, Russia was at the fourth place among the emigrant countries in 2010. As 

people migrating from Kirghizistan are high qualified people, their migration causes a decrease in the country’s 

economically active population and qualified workers working in the industrial, transportation, construction 

sectors (Ergeshayev, 2006). While, general the number of people migrating from Uzbekistan to Russia is 

fluctuating, it was 24,100 in 2010. As a result of the economic growth in Kazakhstan and Russia, the number of 

people migrating from Tajikistan and Uzbekistan increased in 2007, and then it decreased due to the economic 

crisis (Abdullaev, 2008). 

The Structure of Labor Migration in Central Asia and Its Affect on Labor Market 

The fact that life standards decreased and unemployment increased with the shift into market mechanism in 

Central Asia led people to search for alternative income resources in various countries. Accordingly, this fact 

accelerated labor migration (Korobkov & Zaionnchkovskaia, 2004). After Soviet Union separated, people from 

Azerbaijan, Georgia, Kirghizistan, Armenia, Moldova, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Ukraine started working in 

Russia without getting visa. A large amount of the workers is comprised of males, and also most of them works at 

construction, services, trade, and agriculture sectors (Retrieved from 

http://www.ios-regensburg.de/fileadmin/doc/ios_db/Remittances_CIS12_2004-2008.pdf). 

As it can be seen from Table 2, the share of remittance income in Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is 

Tajikistan with an amount of 31% followed by Moldova and Kirghizistan respectively. It is possible to conclude 

the fact that migration tendency has increased in Tajikistan as educational processes are left half finished because 

of the civil war, large amount of the population work at agricultural sectors whose average salary is low, and their 

qualifications are inadequate (Marat, 2009). Migration tendency in Moldova varies in three ways. In the first step, 

it was generally for economical and commercial purposes because of the high poverty level depending on the 

effects of economic crisis in Russia in the second step after 1997. In the same way, the period after 2007 refers to 

a period in which the share of Moldavian exists in foreign labor market, and the remittance income increases 

except for 2009 (Retrieved from 

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTECA/Resources/WBMoldovaReport.pdf). The fact that remittance 

income in Kirghizistan increases except for 2009, the crises in Kazakhstan and Russia led both countries impose 

a quota on those to be employed refer to a decrease in remittance in 2009 (Retrieved from 

http://www.warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/pais/researc/nsc/projects/templer/publications/cg_central_asia_migrants_and

_the_economic_crisis_in_pdf.pdf). While, the portion of outflow of foreign currency by workers in Gross 

Domestic Product is most in Tajikistan with an amount of 15.2%, Kirghizistan’s share is 6.2%. It is determinable 

that the outflow of foreign currency is shaped according to those transferring from Kirghizistan to Tajikistan and 

Uzbekistan, and from there to Russia and Kazakhstan (Collins, 2006). 
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Table 2 

Workers Remittance Inflow and Outflow in Central Asia Countries Between 1997 and 2011 

Transfer Inflow 
Million USD 

1997 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011e 
% of 
GPD 
2010

Azerbaijan .. 54 57 104 182 171 228 693 813 1.287 1.554 1.274 1.432 1.885 2.5

Armenia 136 95 87 94 131 168 435 498 658 846 1.062 769 996 1.254 8.8

Belarus 295 209 139 149 140 222 257 255 340 354 680 589 589 722 1 

Kazakhstan 60 64 122 171 205 148 166 178 186 223 192 261 291 270 0.2

Kirghizistan 3 18 9 11 37 78 189 322 481 715 1.232 992 1.275 1.500 20.8

Moldova 20 112 179 243 324 487 705 920 1.182 1.498 1.897 1.211 1.392 1.562 23.2

Tadzhikistan .. .. .. .. 79 146 252 467 1.019 1.691 2.544 1.748 2.254 2.680 31 

Turkmenistan .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 

Uzbekistan .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 

Ukraine 12 18 33 141 209 330 411 595 829 4.503 5.769 5.073 5.607 6.619 3,9 

Transfer out 
flow million 
USD 

              

Azerbaijan 19 77 101 142 235 169 200 269 301 435 593 652 961 .. 1.9

Armenia 5 12 5 21 24 27 138 152 154 176 185 145 157 .. 1.8

Belarus 141 97 58 77 68 65 82 95 93 109 141 112 104 .. 0.2

Kazakhstan 522 356 440 487 594 802 1.354 2.000 3.033 4.303 3.559 3.058 3.020 .. 2 

Kirghizistan 29 51 45 55 57 55 83 125 150 220 196 188 297 .. 6.2

Moldova 20 25 46 59 57 67 67 68 86 87 115 104 117 .. 2.2

Tadzhikistan .. .. .. .. 13 64 119 145 395 184 199 124 856 .. 15.2

Turkmenistan 4 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 

Uzbekistan .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 

Ukraine 4 3 10 5 15 29 20 34 30 42 54 25 24 .. 0 

Note. “..” means data not available; e: estimate. 
 

Table 3 

Average Salaries and Wages Between 1994 and 2008 (Dollars) 

 1994 1998 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2008 

Russia 110 108 79 111 139 179 234 305 391 718 

Azerbaijan 13 44 49.5 55.8 64.9 78.8 101.2 130.8 166.8 317 

Armenia 6 36 42.1 44.1 47.7 60.1 81.4 113.7 149.8 293 

Belarus 27 106 73.6 86.6 104 120 160 215 271 396 

Kazakhstan 48 119 101 117.9 132 154 208 256 323 485 

Kirkhizistan 22 40 25.7 39 35 43 52 63 81 137 

Moldova 26 47 32 42 51 63 89 104 129 245 

Tadzhikistan 16 12 8.5 9 11 14 20 26 35 63 

Turkmenistan .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 

Uzbekistan 27 47 .. 39 39 41 52 .. .. .. 

Ukraine 45 63 42 57 70 86 110 157 206 356 

Note. “..” means data not available. 
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According to Table 3, average salary in Russia increases generally except for that in 1998, crisis period, and 

reached 718 dollars in 2008. In the same way, average salary in Kazakhstan too, is higher than many other 

countries, and increases except for 2000. Apart from Kazakhstan, the countries with high salaries are Ukraine, 

Belarus, and Azerbaijan followed by Armenia and Moldova. The countries with lowest salaries are Kirghizistan 

and Tajikistan. The fact that remittance income is highly results in the migration of people to countries with 

higher salaries to have better life standards. In January, 2012, while the average salaries are supposed to be 795 

and 630 dollars in Russia and Kazakhstan respectively, it is supposed to be about 110 dollars Tajikistan 

(Retrieved from http://news.am/eng/news/101025.html). It is known that Russia’s economy will grow and 

remittance income will increase by means of the increase in oil prices and economic recovery. Also, according to 

the forecasts, remittance out flow from Europe and Central Asia will rise from 6.5% to 10.4% from 2011 to 2012. 

Conclusions 

After the separation of Russia, the second biggest migration-receiving country, while ethnic origin based 

migration tendency of those Russian originated and Russian speaking increased, the structure of migration 

changed depending on the economic disruption. The civil wars in Tajikistan, Kirghizistan, and 

Azerbaijan-Armenia regions prevented people from finishing their education and getting qualified training. In 

this period, at the same time, with the shift into market economy, the fact that new arrangements were made and 

they could not find positions suitable for their qualifications led people to search for new ways of income. 

Accordingly, the process of migrating to close neighbours started and then continued towards Europe Countries, 

Israel, and America. It can be said that the citizens of the region migrate to other places with higher average 

salaries to get better life standards and live in better conditions, and especially those in Kirghizistan, Tajikistan, 

and Uzbekistan headed for Kazakhstan and Russia. Also, the fact that the exchange income comprises a large 

amount of gross Domestic Product of Tajikistan, Kirghizistan, and Moldova underlines again the importance of 

emigrant income. As Russia made it easier to get visa for the places where it was dominant, labor migration 

increased significantly and it became an important country in terms of outflow of foreign currency. Labor 

migration, playing an important role on such sectors as construction, services and trade, is expected to increase 

even if it would not be at the same lever with that in 1990s. It could be said that Russia’s and Kazakhstan’s 

continuing economic growth depending on the increases in oil prices will be important for Tajikistan, 

Kirghizistan and Uzbekistan from where they allow immigrants, and also the number of people migrating will 

increase. Accordingly, as a result of the economic crises, countries will set measures to present employment 

market which will let to a decrease in workers’ incomes. 

It can be said that, in the new period, while Russia will keep its importance, a new kind of structuring will 

come out in which qualified labor power will, instead of working in poor countries, shift towards developed 

countries lacking labor. Apart from this, the moderate changes in the economic structure make economic and 

social factors be more dominant in the migration period based on ethnic and political reasons after Soviet Union 

separated. 
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